Often the bodies and voices leading, directing, guiding, or facilitating a "safe space," and the discussions taking place therein, are blinded by their own biases. Unconscious or conscious, these biases transfigure the space. These authority figures-though their authority is merely perceived-have immense power because of the position they hold. Left unchecked, their status can lead to entitlement-pulsing through their blood, emanating throughout the air, permeating the nostrils of all those present.
The negotiation of power in a space involves a precarious balance, especially when the intention is to create an environment where all people present feel that they are welcomed, free to speak, and that their voices will be heard. Trust in these spaces is crucial, and before you can achieve trust you must foster positive relationships.
Without a relationship-a bond and understanding between individuals or parties-you cannot achieve trust. Relationships can take time to build and nurture. In the context of the arts, often individuals are meeting new people as they work on new projects and processes throughout their careers. Bonds can be swift yet lasting, while some others are fleeting. In these contexts, it is important to ensure a safe and equitable space is established.
In cases where a facilitator reads a treaty, an oral pact created to evoke a "safe" space, it is important to recognize that the individuals present are taking a risk; they are trusting the facilitator and their words. This is a leap of faith, a belief that the words spoken are sacred, and that they will be upheld. An oral contract to those present is a binding contract. Trust in the treaty-which might state that all are welcome regardless of sex, gender, age, race, ability, culture, religion, class, and all other identities not mentionedis a fragile trust. And those present must take blind faith that the words spoken are not hollow. Without a solidified relationship, or until an occasion arises when the values a treaty represents can be enacted, the words can only be taken at face value.
Facilitators who wish to create a safe space should think of themselves as mediators among participants and relinquish as much authority as possible. By doing so, they encourage voices that are often unheard or under-represented to come to the fore. A facilitator should endeavour to support the expression of others and to diminish, as much as possible, their power as a facilitator. Creating an environment that does not cater to one's bias, values, and beliefs-but rather facilitates the expression of diverse participants-should be the goal of those wanting to engender safe spaces.
Safe. It is a loaded word. A charged word. A four-letter adjective that implies security. Security from harm, danger, or risk.
In such instances, the majority-which in most Canadian arts contexts is white, able-bodied, and middle-class-often fall back on awkward pleasantries to break the mood, unwilling to call in or call out moments of discrimination. There are awkward smiles. Awkward laughs. The shuffling of feet. How disenfranchised and disempowered does a community have to be to believe they no longer have the right to stand up for themselves, or for others, when their sheer numbers are greater than the number of those in power? Does the lack of response from the majority mean there is a lack of caring? Or does it indicate that the room is now perceived as volatile? As a space in which it is easier to stay silent. To stay safe.
Once trust is broken-by silencing individuals or by bullishly asserting authority-the old conventions of power, which unfortunately place prominence on patriarchal values and views, shift back into place. A common reaction that the powerful have to a disruption in the status quo is to make themselves feel comfortable. Make themselves feel "safe." Make themselves feel powerful. In the creation of this kind of normative "safe space," a bias is placed on all others present. A bias that tacitly states that all others must be just as uncomfortable with the disruption Responsibility for the creation of a safe space lies not only with the facilitator but also with the others present in the room. Whoever is directing, leading, or facilitating a space has the opportunity to use their position to mould an environment to suit their needs. This may or may not be done with malice, as the party in question may assume that everyone else has similar thresholds, values, attitudes, and ideas. When this kind of power imbalance occurs, creating a space that is unsafe, who is to be held accountable? The individual(s) running the room may be unaware of this imbalance of power. Or maybe they are aware of the imbalance and are using it to their advantage. In such an instance, is it the responsibility of the others presentwho often make up the majority of the room-to speak up and draw attention to the imbalance of power? For example, what is the responsibility of those present when a moment of sexism, racism, or ableism occurs and the facilitator-for whatever reason-does not create the space to properly address it? Is it the responsibility of the others present to acknowledge and unpack these moments and their specific dynamics? Or is it the responsibility of the afflicted individual to speak up in the heat of the moment, and, if so, why is this the case? When an incident occurs, how long does it take for the rest of the people present in a "safe space" to intervene? Safe Spaces.
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Power in a "Safe" Space | FEATURES as the person whose power was threatened by the disruption. The default is to take power and control back-power that had started to shift.
The complexity of intention, and how what one or another says or does is received, is difficult to fully understand and resolve. However, if the intention is to create, foster, and maintain an environment of safety based in equity, when that trust is broken the focus of the facilitator and the members of the group should be placed on how to reconcile the situation. For example, imagine that an individual has been silenced and shamed by a facilitator for articulating a political perspective within an artistic forum. In such an instance, the injustice of silencing the individual, and the ways in Abstractions of Power.
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which it contravenes the idea of safe space, should be brought to the facilitator's attention. Instead of rejecting the claim of silencing, or stating that one was acting in the best interest of the others gathered in the room, the situation should be addressed and unpacked. The others present should be asked to articulate their perspectives. The individual who has been silenced and shamed should be attended to. Hard questions about equity, safety, free expression, silencing, and shaming should be asked. To regain the trust of those gathered is an arduous task, but it must be attended to. Time should be taken to rebuild trust within the group. The offending individual should apologize for the transgression, whether it was intentional or not, and work toward re-establishing equity and the freedom to express ideas within the space again.
All of this is much easier said than done, and it is far easier to state that an environment will be safe than it is to engender a truly safe space. Without knowing everyone who occupies a space, their identities and experiences, how can their triggers be known or identified? For example, the presence of law enforcement at large events, rallies, and parades is seen as a logical precaution by those who have never experienced harm at the hands of police.
Hard questions about equity, safety, free expression, silencing, and shaming should be asked. ctr 170 spring 2017
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For such people, police presence is perceived to mitigate risk and harm for all those gathered. However, Indigenous peoples, people of colour, queer people, individuals who identify as having a disability, individuals whose faith is other than Christianity, and many others have a long and current history of suffering abuse by police, and their presence may inspire fear and discomfort rather than a sense of safety and security. In this scenario there are real and significant differences in the perspectives on and lived experiences of safety among those gathered. These differences in perspectives and lived experience are also present in the arts. Creating safe spaces where diverse voices and perspectives can be expressed and heard will not only negate toxic, homogeneous viewpoints but also foster deeper understanding wherein more evocative learning and creation can occur.
I propose that we in the arts shift our focus from creating "safe spaces" to striving for equitable spaces. In the reality we occupy, with patriarchal and capitalistic structures firmly in place, an equitable space is more tangible and less abstract than a safe space. Until the time when those structures and systems are changed or are dismantled to the benefit of all, we must be persistent and unyielding in our calls for equitable spaces. This is where negotiations start to occur. Negotiations of power.
I propose that we in the arts shift our focus from creating "safe spaces" to striving for equitable spaces.
